Non-specifi c low back pain
In their Seminar on low back pain, Federico Balagué and colleagues (Feb 4, p 482) 1 conclude that (occu pational) mechanical factors are unlikely to be independently causative of low back pain. This far-reaching conclusion is based on reviews of published epidemiological studies and on the relation between evidence of tissue injury on imaging and low back pain.
In terms of epidemiology, Balagué and colleagues base their conclusion on a series of reviews by Wai, Roff ey, Bishop, Kwon, and Dagenais. These reviews have been criticised for several reasons. 2, 3 First, they rely on application of the Bradford-Hill criteria to single epidemiological studies, whereas these criteria were proposed to help assess the evidence for causality across studies from diff erent disciplines. Second, other reviews 4 have reached contrasting conclusions. Third, in the studies on which the reviews were based, exposure to mechanical loading was incomplete-ie, not encompassing intensity, frequency, and durationand was based on inaccurate proxy measures. Where exposure has been better characterised, strong relations are seen. 5 Balagué and colleagues furthermore use the lack of a one-to-one relation between back pain and structural damage to the spine as an argument against the relevance of mechanical injury in the origin of low back pain. Such an argument could be used similarly to deny the relation between smoking and lung cancer.
Neglect of occupational, mechanical loading as a causal factor in low back pain is not based on evidence and might seriously hamper eff ective prevention and management.
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